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SIGNS, GUARD RAILS AND RAILROAD CROSSINGS
By J. J. G riffith ,
Ex-M arion County Engineer.
“The Com m issioner” said in an article, published in the
Novem ber issue th at the m otorist m ust believe in signs in this
day of rapid travel, otherwise he takes a chance, which often
ends in the last chance he ever gets to take. Road signs are
classed as necessities in these days of progress, for fast travel
makes it im perative that traffic be safe at all stages. The need
of m arking roads w ith signs that even he who speeds may read,
grows more im perative.
Various state highw ay commissions have taken the lead in
doing everything possible for the safety of the m otorist. The
increase in travel accidents has caused the authorities to make
even greater efforts tow ards elim inating travel dangers.
I w ant to see a law passed com pelling the counties of the
state to m ark their roads so tourists can tell where they are going
and also give them w arning of the dangerous places along the
roads. Road superintendents should make a special study of
their counties, so as to learn w hat can be done tow ards m aking
all dangerous places safe. It is im portant to w arn of sharp
curves or turns which occur suddenly after a long stretch of
straight road. Such curves or turns are more dangerous than
on a road that has m any such curves, and as all turns and curves
can not be avoided it is up to the m otorist to believe in signs as
he rides along.
There is one thing that I w ant to see removed from every
road in the state, and that is all advertising signs. Such signs
detract from the beauty of our roads and the scenery alongside.
Removal of such obstructions will facilitate the m aintenance of
ditches and berm s, and also will make the road safer by not
interfering w ith the clear vision at railroad, traction line, and
cross road intersections. Removal of these signs will make more
effective the danger w arning guides and other inform ation signs.
I am glad to see our State H ighw ay Commission rem oving all
advertising signs along state roads.
Every county in the state should adopt standardized signs,
the same as used by the state, for the different states, w ith a few
exceptions, are adopting practically the same signs used in In 
diana. The different caution signs used by county or state are
the school zone, cross road, side road, slow, oil, turn, curve, nar
row bridge, narrow road, loose stone or gravel, through highw ay
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stop, city limits, no parking on traveled roads, speed 25 miles an
hour, no dum ping, not safe over 5 tons, and railroad signs.
The m ost im portant of all is the railroad sign, yet people
pay little attention to it. The Delaware state highw ay depart
m ent is using a com bination w arning sign and partial barrier,
designed to induce caution on the part of autom obile drivers.
T he com bination signs and barriers are fixed 75 feet on both
sides of tracks. This sign is set in the middle of the road. The
barrier, or post, is about six feet high, with tw o cross arm s on
the top, one reading “Look O ut For T rain,” and the other read
ing “Railroad Crossing.” The roadw ay at this point is widened
to provide space around the barriers to a w idth of ten feet on
either side. For the protection of night drivers there is a flash
light that flashes 45 times a m inute. Below the flashing light
is a red flex m irror, which reflects the light of approaching auto
mobiles at night, and back of this sign, leading to the railroad,
is black and white lattice work painted on the road. T hus there
are five different w arnings at this crossing: first, the bend in the
ro a d ; second, the flashing lig h t; third, the red reflection; fourth,
the standard crossing signals at the top, and fifth, the black and
white lattice work. Devices sim ilar to these are being used in
N ebraska on the Chicago & N orthw estern Railroad. It will
take crossing protection of this kind to stop the m otorist who
usually pays no attention to railroad crossings.
County roads should be marked with the names of the roads,
the same as state roads are m arked. Also, for night driving,
cross roads, dangerous crossings and all bad places in all roads
should be marked w ith red flex signs. These have been adopted
by M arion county and a num ber of other counties in the state
and are proving satisfactory.
The m arking which has been the best investm ent M arion
county has made was adopted last year. This is m arking the
road by either a white line down the center or by using emulsified
asphalt and m aking a black line. The latter gives the best
results and lasts longest. W e have w atched the heaviest travel
on N orthw estern Avenue or the M ichigan Road leading out of
Indianapolis, and also, on the Crawfordsville Road, and saw
hundreds of machines passing over these roads, all keeping on
the right of the center line and m aking the 18 and 20 foot roads
safe to travel.
Guard Rails
There are very m any different types of guard rails, some of
which are built for looks, some because they are cheap, and
others are built for real protection to the m otorist. I have ex
perim ented w ith all kinds. I built the wooden guard rail, which
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was built for looks and served only as a warning. There were
more people hurt by the wooden guard rail going through the
car and w recking the car than there would have been if there
had been no rail at all. I have also had the post and cable type,
which is being used in some of the states, but experience has
taught me that the cable offers little visibility and has practically
no elasticity.
As you know, it is not the policy of the Road School to
boost any one product during the school, but as wire guard rail
is now being made by several firms, it is a m atter of general news
to road builders and engineers that it is being found satisfactory
as a protection at points of danger. Guard rails should be a real
protection, as well as a w arning of danger. T his woven wire
rail overcomes all objections in that it is painted white after
galvanizing and, therefore, insures excellent visibility. The char
acter of its weave makes it very elastic, and it stretches on im 
pact to take up the force of the blow. Com paratively light
machines at m oderate 'speed break through the wooden rail or
bound over the cable guard, while light or heavy cars are held
on the road by the elastic wire guard with little injury to either
car or passengers.
From the cost standpoint, figures show that the wooden and
cable guards can be bought cheaper than the wire guard, but
the installing costs are very much less with the latter, m aking
the cost complete less than either of the form er guards.
Railroad Crossings
The past year or two have witnessed m any im provem ents
in the type of railroad crossings and it would be difficult to name
the m any crossing m aterials that have been tried or are being
used to determ ine their m erits for this particular use. The
m aterials offered include rubber brick, various bitum inous bricks,
concrete slabs, creosoted wooden blocks, creosoted edge set
tim ber sections, iron plates, and the ordinary planking. I be
lieve all these innovations should be welcomed by the engineers
and authorities and the efforts tow ards im provem ent along this
line should be encouraged. It certainly goes w ithout saying that
the w orst part of our public highw ays is the general railroad
crossing.
It will be generally conceded by all who are interested in
the subject that the prime requisite for a highway crossing is
that it should be smooth, reasonably hard and possess the ability
to w ithstand vibration. Any discussion of the subject of rail
road crossings m ust take into consideration several facto rs:
F irst and above everything else, the public demands a
smooth surface road in order to cross railroad tracks.
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Second, a crossing m ust be built and m aintained by the rail
road for the benefit of the public. I think safety conditions for
both the railroad and highw ay traffic demand this.
Third, a crossing cannot be designed as a perm anent struc
ture, for the reason that im provem ents m ust be made from time
to time in the track.
Fourth, the m aterial that possesses the m ost points of effi
ciency and economy is a debatable point am ong those who are
authorities on the subject. However, it would seem th at a cross
ing composed of edge set tim bers made into slabs, creosoted, will
very well meet the requirem ents. It is well known th at the ex
posed edge of green tim ber will stand the wear and tear of traf
fic better than a flat, green surface. Also, that edge grained tim 
bers, when properly assem bled into slabs, will w ithstand vibra
tion. Slabs m anufactured from edge set tim bers are com para
tively non-w arping and are sm ooth and flat. W hen m anufac
tured from 2x4s or 2x6s, the slabs are sufficiently heavy to stay
put, but are still light enough to be easily removed for repair to
the track.
One im portant advantage of these tim bers assem bled into
slabs is the fact that they may be turned over and the bottom side
used. Tim bers set on edge are not subject to the trouble of
cracking and checking, as is usually the fault w ith block and
plank crossings.
A nother im portant advantage of this edge set tim ber cross
ing is the freedom from expansion troubles. T hat the edge set
tim ber crossing is grow ing in favor is shown by an article in the
“Railway Engineer and M aintenance” m agazine of A ugust, 1924.
T his article, by Mr. John Foley, Forester for the Pennsylvania
Railway System, states that better results are to be expected
from flat, green scantlings laid on the edges and bolted or nailed
together than from flat, green planks laid on their sides. In the
April issue of the same periodical is an article entitled, “H igh
way Crossings Designed on the Southern Pacific,” which also
concludes that a plank crossing made of edge grained tim ber is
best.

